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it laid down rules establishing the private ownership of land,
and permitting the retention in private hands of the profit
from its cultivation. Great improvements followed because the
planters now had every inducement to till the soil, and to
depend upon steady labour for a livelihood. The dreams of
easily acquired fortunes that had attracted many had to be
abandoned, but in their stead a resource was discovered that
promised a permanent reward to the owners of land—tobacco.
Once the suitability of Virginian soil for the cultivation of this
plant was recognized, the future of the colony was practically
assured. From 1614, when the first shipment was made to
England, tobacco became the great staple commodity, and
easily survived the attempts of the company's directors to
insist on a more diversified economy.
By this time the Virginia Company was nearing its end. It
had succeeded in founding a colony strong enough to survive
the Indian massacre of 1622, when about four hundred of the
colonists were slain. It had not, however, achieved the purpose
for which it was formed, financial gain. It was bankrupt and
rent by internal dissensions. It closed its chequered career
when, as a result of quo warranto proceedings instituted in the
king's name, its charter was declared forfeit. The next year
(1625) Charles I issued a proclamation that, inasmuch as the
colony had not hitherto prospered, it should, together with the
Somers Islands (Bermuda) and New England, form part of
the empire and be under his direct rule.1
One legacy from the days of the company must be mentioned
—the legislative assembly. The introduction of popular govern-
ment into the colony was a novelty at the time, and may be due
to the influence of Sir Edwin Sandys, a prominent member of
the Virginia Company as well as the leader of the parliamentary
opposition to James I. Be this as it may, the first legislative
assembly to meet in an English colony and on American soil
was apparently chosen by all the male adults in Virginia,
where the franchise was clearly far more liberal than in the
home country. The delegates met in Jamestown in 1619, and
it was at once obvious that the instinct for self-government was
already strong. After the dissolution of the company the con-
stitutional position of the house of burgesses was uncertain for
more than adecade. In 1639 and 1641, however, the instructions
1 Rymer, Foedera, xviii (1726), 72-3.

